As I write these words in the spring of 2017, there is news that Come From Away has entered the "one million club" for weekly grosses on Broadway (joining the likes of The Lion King, Wicked, and Phantom of the Opera), and that it has been nominated for seven Tony Awards, including Best Musical. There is also news that it has been nominated for Best New Musical by the New York Drama League alongside another recent Canadian transplant, Ride The Cyclone. North of the border, the Charlottetown Festival has announced a new $50,000 fund for the development of Canadian musicals; Catalyst Theatre's Vigilante is closing out a successful tour with a run at the National Arts Centre; Neil Bartram and Brian Hill's Senza Luce is premiering at Sheridan College under the auspices of the Canadian Music Theatre Project; Corey Payette's Children of God is gearing up for its world premiere; and Soulpepper Theatre's Spoon River is closing an extended-run in Toronto before heading to New York as part of that company's summer season. And all that in just the last few days.
So yes, Canadian musical theatre is having a moment. Certainly, it has had its moments in the past-the Dumbells, Spring Thaw, Anne of Green Gables, Billy Bishop Goes to War, The House of Martin Guerre, The Drowsy Chaperone-however, for the most part these moments have remained just that, moments-discrete bursts of activity rather than aspects of a continuous and thriving tradition.
This might be changing. Does Canada have a strong musical theatre tradition? Not yet. Does it have a firm foundation upon which a unique tradition could be built? I believe it does. Why is it important? As the late George Ryga, author of The Ecstasy of Rita Joe, said, "As a dramatist, I wish … that some continuity might have been maintained to enrich and deepen the field in which we work." (26) Now, a decade later, it appears that Canadian musical theatre is finally seeing all of its discrete moments of success coalesce into a continuity of tradition. This special issue of CTR is dedicated to capturing the state of the Canadian musical at this moment, in anticipation of what could be a significant change in its evolution. The issue is structured in three parts. Part one is a series of conversations about new work development; part two is comprised of conversations about the craft of writing musicals, and part three is a series of articles focused on recent works of Canadian musical theatre. Between them are brief intermezzi in which musical theatre artists respond to the question of what even is a 'Canadian' musical.
We are calling this "The Musicals Issue"-admittedly with our tongues lodged rather firmly in our cheeks-as a nod toward such pop entertainment products as Vanity Fair's "Hollywood Issue" and Vogue's "September Issue." There is a long history in Canada of dismissing musicals as flighty entertainments or deriding them as crass (dare we say 'un-Canadian'?) attempts to ape American popular culture. Our title is meant to playfully invoke this tension. The truth is, musical theatre is not the exclusive territory Rob Kempson closes out part one exploring the challenges of scale that sometimes confront and confound musical theatre artists as they develop new work. How does the scale of a show affect its "produce-ability" in a resource-strapped Canadian theatre ecosystem? For musical theatre creators in particular, how does this affect not only the number of actors, but also the number of musicians, and consequently, the variety and quantity of singing voices, scope of orchestration, and variety of instrumentation? Kempson interviews fellow musical theatre writers about these issues and how they address the question of "is it small enough?" to be produce-able in this country.
Part Two -Legacy and Continuity
Historically, there has been very little infrastructure for supporting and training new musical theatre writers in Canada; though that is changing with the establishment of programs like the CMTP at Sheridan, Touchstone Theatre's In Tune Conference in Vancouver, and the CMTWC Writers Workshop. In spite of this, generations of industrious musical theatre artists have continued to diligently create and develop new work, all the while supporting those who have come after them with mentorship, collegiality, and education. As the conversations in part two reveal, even though the history of musical theatre in Canada appears to be one of fits and starts, there is considerably more continuity and a much greater sense of shared legacy than one might assume.
Nowhere is that more apparent than in the conversation between Sean McCabe, an emerging young composer-lyricist and Leslie Arden, one of Canada's greatest musical theatre artists. McCabe and Arden reflect on the time they spent together as student and teacher in the Theatre 20 Composium, and they discuss the state of the musical in Canada at this moment in time. A big part of that moment is the work of musical theatre creators Colleen Dauncey, Anika Johnson, Britta Johnson, and Barb Johnston, who CTR has gathered together for an energetic conversation about the craft of writing musicals and the challenges of getting new work produced. Their discussion also reveals the strong sense of community that lies at the core of Canadian musical theatre. That sense also pervades the conversation between emerging artists Colin Simmons, Deanna Choi, and Richard Lam, three participants in the inaugural CMTWC Writers Workshop, as they share their thoughts about the workshop, their own work processes, and their sense of place in the legacy of Canadian musical theatre creation.
Part Three -Canadian Musicals
Part three explores five recent, and strikingly varied works of Canadian musical theatre. Barry Freeman begins with his take on Come From Away, the hugely successful new musical about the response of the residents of Gander, Newfoundland, to the thousands of airline passengers that were stranded there for several days following 9/11. Freeman reflects as both a scholar and a Newfoundlander on the success of the musical, while also positioning it in a particularly American literary tradition of romanticizing Newfoundland as a pre-modern utopia.
Kholby Wardell then recounts his experiences as the only actor to have appeared in every version of Ride the Cyclone, from the initial workshops in Victoria, BC, to its recent Off-Broadway run. Wardell discusses the evolution of the show, and provides an inside look into just how long it takes to develop a show like this. Corey Payette offers his own glimpse into the development process, from the writer's perspective, as he describes the journey of Children of God, his new musical about an Oji-Cree First Nations family whose children were sent to residential school.
Finally, Julie Tepperman, co-Artistic Director of Convergence Theatre, a Toronto-based company specializing in immersive and site-specific work, discusses her work on Brantwood 1920-2020, an immersive musical experience staged in a school building in Oakville, Ontario, and her collaboration with Kevin Wong on The Preposterous Posthumous Predicament of Paulie Peel, a musical written in response to a painting by Paul Peel in the Art Gallery of Ontario (and first presented in the gallery where the painting is housed). As this issue's script, we are excited to present an excerpt of Paulie Peel including, in what might be a first for CTR, sheet music for one of the songs. *** In her editorial for CTR 163, Jenn Stephenson described Canadian Theatre Review as "a forward-looking entity, concerned always with developments in performance in Canada, the writers attentive to trending theatrical events and perspectives that are innovative and cutting edge. Each issue of Canadian Theatre Review is a report from where we are now." This is what I have always treasured about CTR. Yes, I look forward to whatever new issue of CTR arrives in my mailbox, but since I was an undergrad first discovering a dusty old CTR on a coffee table in our department's Green Room, I have loved reaching back into history with a special issue from ten, twenty, thirty, and even forty (!) years ago. It is like opening a time capsule into that particular moment in Canadian theatre.
This issue is a snapshot of our current moment in the development of the Canadian musical. It is by no means an exhaustive ctr 171 summer 2017 survey of the current state of the art. Indeed, we have barely scratched the surface of what's going on right now, and already this issue is bursting at the seams. But we hope it will provide for those of you reading it right now, and also for you, dear undergrad student, years in the future in your own dusty Green Room, a gateway for exploring the innovative, varied, and exciting work being done by our musical theatre artists in this dynamic, and possibly propitious moment.
